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Abstract
Hailed as a “girl genius” by Oscar Wilde, Amy Levy (1861–89) received critical
acclaim at the young age for her forthright poetry, and was the first Jewish woman to
attend Cambridge. Despite her early success, as a Jew and New Woman, Levy faced
many barriers that prevented her from being accepted by the greater Victorian society.
Levy explored the grim reality of being an outsider in Victorian England in her short
story “Sokratics in the Strand” published in 1884. I devoted my Masters Essay to call the
attention of modern audiences to one of her often-neglected works; and to explore in my
critical introduction how Levy’s lifetime status as an outsider resulted in the creation of
one of her most emotionally wrought pieces of literature.

II
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Critical Introduction: “Sokratics in the Strand” by Amy Levy
Amy Levy (1861–89) was a Jew, an intellectual, and New Woman, she loved both
men and women, and suffered from clinical depression or bipolar disorder, she was an
outsider to Victorian society in every facet of her life. Her outsider status is a fascinating
subject for biographical analysis. In this critical edition in particular, I examined her
letters and writings reveal how her brilliant, witty intellectual life as well as her eventual
descent into despair. I argue that as her story “Sokratics in the Strand” is best understood
within this biographical context.
After her tragic death in 1889, Levy was remembered as a brilliant novelist. Oscar
Wilde writes,
Miss Levy’s two novels, “The Romance of a Shop” and “Reuben Sachs,”
were both published last year. The first is a bright and clever story, full of
sparkling touches; the second is a novel that probably no other writer
could have produced. Its directness, its uncompromising truth, its depth of
feeling, and, above all, its absence of any single superfluous word, make
it, in some sort, a classic. Like all her best work it is sad, but the sadness is
by no means morbid. … To write thus at six-and-twenty is given to very
few; and from the few thus endowed their readers may safely hope for yet
greater things later on. But “later on ” has not come for the writer of
“Reuben Sachs,” and the world must forego the full fruition of her power.
The loss is the world’s, but perhaps not hers. She was never robust; not
often actually ill, but seldom well enough to feel life a joy instead of a
burden; and her work was not poured out lightly, but drawn drop by drop
from the very depth of her own feeling. We may say of it that it was in
truth her life’s blood.1
Oscar Wilde published these words in the third volume of his journal Women’s World
(1890), where he celebrated her as a “girl genius.” Wilde was privileged to personally
witness Levy’s growth as an author from her early widely acclaimed poetry collection A
Minor Poet: And Other Verse to her five publications in Women’s World. His friendship
with her and his intimate knowledge of her work enabled him to easily recognize her skill
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in a multitude of genres. However, Wilde was not the only individual to grieve over her
untimely death. The intellectual circles of London felt the sting as well. Levy was close
friends with Clementina Black, Dollie Radford, Olive Schreiner, and Karl Marx’s
daughter, Eleanor Marx, all of whom were passionate feminists and intellectuals. The
tragedy of her short life and early death was felt long after 1888. As Ada Wallas reflected
in 1899, “It is now ten years since she died. … To me the saddest thought suggested by
[The London Plane-Tree], the proofs of which were corrected about a week before the
author’s voluntary death at twenty-seven years of age, is that no one can say what so
compromising a spirit, combined with such a rare gift, might have achieved.”2 Despite
these vast accolades and achievements, Amy Levy tragically faded from cultural memory
during the twentieth century.
Only in recent years has critical interest in remerged due to the publication of The
Complete and Selected Writings of Amy Levy (1993), edited by Melvyn New; Amy Levy:
Her Life and Letters (2000), written by Linda Hunt Beckman; the Persephone Books
edition of Reuben Sachs (2004), with a preface by Julia Neuberger; and The Woman Who
Dared: A Biography of Amy Levy (2010), written by Christine Pullen. My critical edition
of “Sokratics in the Strand” would not have been possible without this insightful body of
scholarship.
Early Life
Amy Judith Levy (1861–89) was born to a middle-class Jewish family in London
on November 10, 1861. Her father Louis worked as an export merchant at the time of her
birth, which allowed the family to live a comfortable life in South Lambeth, London.
Levy was the second of seven children and formed a close relationship with her older
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sister Katie. They shared passages from their favorite books, such as Little Women by
Louisa Mary Alcott and Marmion by Walter Scott. Levy and Katie also self-published
several literary journals when they were children, one of which was titled the Excelsior,
which they wrote and illustrated. Though Excelsior was a humble self-publication, it
unquestionably marked the beginning of Levy’s literary career.
Levy’s parents encouraged her intellectual curiosity. Beckman notes that the
Levys “were an atypical Victorian Jewish family in two ways: they were literary and
intellectual, and they believed in giving the girls an excellent education.”3 As a young
girl, Levy was sent off to a quality boarding school for girls and eventually became a
pupil at Brighton High School. Her years at Brighton were significant since it was there
that she met Edith Creak, the headmistress who was an early example of a New Woman.
She benefited from having had access to a high-quality education, had attended classes
alongside boys, and had received the sort of classical training that was often denied
women. She became a renowned scholar during her time, so much so that she was one of
the first women admitted to Newnham College, Cambridge. Pullen, in her biography of
Levy, notes, “Edith Creak, the model of the ‘reforming headmistress,’ was the object of
passionate devotion for a number of her pupils, and one of her most steadfast devotees
was Amy Levy.”4 For Levy, Creak demonstrated that a woman could be single, pursue
professional and intellectual work, and still be independent and financially successful.
Like Creak, Levy studied history, Latin, French, and mathematics, among various
other subjects. She flourished in this highly intellectual environment. As she confessed in
a letter to her sister Katie, “I had my Latin lesson to-day. Mr. Lomus complimented me
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on my Latin generally, and on my translation of Ovid, particularly – said worms often go
up for exams with less knowledge than I have.”5
In approximately 1876, when she was fifteen years old, Levy wrote a letter to her
mother that contains one of the first mentions of the mental disorder that would haunt her
for the rest of her short life. In this letter, she expresses her psychic vulnerability, albeit
only for a brief moment: “My dear Mama, Thank you very much for the money, buttons,
and the letter you sent me. I have quite recovered from the ‘blues’ which it was horrid of
me to mention. … As I am rather busy tonight please excuse this short letter. My
conscience pricks me that I bother you a great deal.”6 Due to her age and the limited
understanding of mental disorders, Levy could not have known that she was most likely
grappling with clinical depression. Yet despite her periods of self-described melancholy,
she stayed unrelentingly and passionately dedicated to her studies at Brighton.
Edith Creak’s influence along with the positive experiences she had at Brighton,
led Levy to continue her education at Newnham College, Cambridge; indeed, when Levy
entered university in 1880 she was the first Jewish woman to study in its hallowed halls.
Many male students at Cambridge were unwelcoming to her, but she had already proven
her intellectual merit. In 1879 she had published what would become her most wellknown poem, “Xantippe,” a dramatic monologue written in the voice of Socrates’s wife,
that had received critical acclaim. Levy skillfully drew a parallel between Socrates’s wife
and the fate of a New Woman, as Xantippe on her deathbed realizes her husband only
desired her for a wife and never an intellectual equal. This was a feminist argument that
Levy would carry with her for the rest of her life.
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Levy’s attention during her time at Brighton and Cambridge was not solely
focused on schoolwork. As the papers in the Amy Levy Archive reveal, she kept a
sketchbook which contains hundreds of drawings and sketches, including silhouettes,
portraits, and comics offering social commentary. All of her drawings were signed with
the alias “New Boots” (figure 1).

Figure 1. Amy Levy’s “New Boots” signature from the corner of “A Medley” comic. Image reproduced
with permission from Camilla LLC.

One of the most intriguing drawings in this collection was most certainly created during
her time in Newnham titled “Ye Newnham Women” (figure 2). This drawing of Levy’s
contains myriad details that were a part of Levy’s education at Brighton. This pen and ink
cartoon features a young woman wearing school robes relaxing in a chair surrounded by
books: Byron, Plato, and – of course – Ovid. The young woman’s teacher stands beside
her in this scene, clutching an umbrella and a book while trying to direct her student’s
attention back to her schoolwork.
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Figure 2. An Amy Levy drawing titled “Ye Newnham Women.” Image reproduced with permission from
Camilla LLC.

The general title “Ye Newnham Women” suggests that this drawing is meant to show the
attitude of the typical woman student at Newnham. They read books yet the girl in the
drawing appears to be casual and lackadaisical, thereby showing that the female students,
especially Levy herself, were comfortable at school and thoroughly enjoyed the
experience. Levy’s drawings include significant amount of detail, highlighting her early
ability to observe the world around her through language and imagery. Levy continued to
draw as she grew older, though her dedication to art lessened with time. Still, many of her
manuscripts include small doodles.
The Men and Women’s Club
In 1881, after her second year at Newnham, Levy decided to leave Cambridge.
The reasons for her decision to leave without a degree are unknown; however, scholars
have surmised that she left of her own free will and not due to bad grades or ill health.

Wetherall 7
Beckman raises the possibility that Levy left to pursue writing full-time after the
publication of her first collection of poetry Xantippe and Other Verse. Though she left
Cambridge, Levy maintained relationships and friendships she had formed during her
time there that would profoundly affect the rest of her life.
After leaving Cambridge, Levy lived in London with her family where she was
able to take advantage of the intellectual circles and opportunities that London had to
offer. She acquired a reading pass to the British Museum and began attending meetings
of an intellectual discussion group called the Men and Women’s Club. The goal of the
club was to provide a space where men and women could discuss cultural issues on equal
terms, as the club was committed to social and sexuality equality among its members.
There were many notable intellectual figures the club, such as Eleanor Marx and
Levy’s childhood friend Carline “Dollie” Maitland. One member that would have a
significant impact on Levy’s life was Karl Pearson, a charismatic man who was a
mathematics lecturer at Cambridge during her time at Newnham. Intellectual and
charismatic, Pearson had little difficulty garnering the attention and admiration of
women. His intellectual interests were focused on evolution and eugenics, as he was a
devoted follower of Charles Darwin; therefore, he approached relationships with cool
scientific indifference. Scholar Theodore Parker outlines Pearson’s attitude towards
relationships, specifically relationships with women:
Since nature was for him also an object of desire, and since questions of
intimacy and separation were so central to his philosophy of science, his
writings about and relations to women are relevant to any study of his
evolving scientific sensibility. In his analysis of sexuality, Pearson was
quite explicit about the agony of detachment. The positivism of his
Grammar of Science, his denial that we can ever acquire knowledge of
nature itself, appears from this standpoint as another expression of his
ethics of renunciation. At the same time, impersonal knowledge had an
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undoubted value as a basis for intellectual exchange between men and
women that, in the ideal case, would rise above the passions of sex.7
Despite Pearson’s adverse attitude towards intimate friendships and relationships with
women, he became Levy’s close friend. She came to depend on him emotionally and in
return, he exposed her to Darwinist theory, which influenced her writing in subsequent
years.
For the next four years, 1881–85, Levy spent most of her time traveling the
European continent, either alone or with friends. Her first trip was to Germany with her
friend Margaret Johnson. Later, she traveled alone to the Black Forest to meet Pearson,
who was spending his summertime holidays in Saig. Levy wrote about this time with
Pearson with wit and sarcasm, telling her friend Dollie, “Carl Pearson has been staying at
the village a little way off; we went to coffee at his inn the other day and were introduced
to his peasants. He is sort of a little god among them – wh. he rather enjoys I fancy in
spite of much philosophy and mathematics.”8 Though she reflected on her time with
Pearson with considerable humor, she was, in truth, exposing herself to possible social
censure by spending time alone with an unmarried man. A woman’s reputation could be
destroyed if society suspected that a she had acted in a loose and immoral manner. The
possibility that her reputation could be compromised did not seem to phase her; she
appeared to trust him completely.
Levy’s trust in Pearson was eventually shattered. Sometime after returning to
London, he reformed the Men and Women’s Club to include some new members he had
handpicked, mainly women who would not challenge his intellect. He seems to have
intentionally left Levy out of the new club, later citing her supposed growing deafness as
the reason. Levy discovered this betrayal in a conversation with Eleanor Marx, a
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revelation that shook her to her core and crushed her naiveté; she was unable to approach
friendships or relationships with the same sort of idealism again.
Depression
The next few months after Levy’s revelation about Pearson did not prove to be
any less emotionally tumultuous. She had settled in back at home with her parents in
England, reestablishing her emotional grounding with the people she loved and trusted. In
a letter most likely directed to her older sister Katie, Levy declares, “My own melancholy
is too large for words — O if I needn’t go home & begin the old struggle for existence.”9
Shortly thereafter, Levy made her first suicide attempt. It is unclear why she did so, but it
is likely that the Pearson betrayal, paired with her sister Kate’s wedding and honeymoon,
provided the emotional impetus. In an attempt to recover, She took a trip to Cornwall,
hoping that in an isolated location and under close observation she could recover in
relative peace. There was another reason for her seclusion, as author Christine Pullen
observes: “Until well into the twentieth century, suicide was a crime. Because of this, and
despite the generally high morality rate, the Victorians had a particular horror of selfinflicted death and went to great lengths to conceal it.”10
Life in Florence
In spite of this emotional trauma, Levy left Cornwall in 1885 seemingly restored
to good health. Rather than simply trying to settle down in her parents’ home once more,
She departed for Italy, a trip that would prove both inspirational and transformative. Her
time in Florence would prove to be the inspiration behind many of her later poems and
short stories. It was there that she became intimate with the writer Vernon Lee (Violet
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Paget). Living with Lee in her villa near Florence, Levy seems to have fallen in love. As
she eventually confessed to Lee in 1888,
My dear Vernon Lee, when am I going to see you again? Dorothy & I
agreed that you made life interesting & vivid in quite a wonderful way;
although I hardly ever see you, that time in Florence has made all the
difference to me, & has made it more possible to carry on the–
to me–burdensome business of living.
This is not a letter but an expression of feeling. Yrs. sincerely Amy
11
Levy.
As is evident at the end of this letter, Levy increasingly relied on Lee’s friendship in the
later years of her life. As an unmarried woman who was self-supporting against all the
odds she was a source of inspiration for Levy. As a passionate and vibrant intellectual,
Lee replaced Karl Pearson as Levy’s intellectual and emotional intimate.
Levy’s time in Florence proved to be as beneficial to her creative muse as it was
to her emotional health. The period in Florence was the most productive period of her
life. Though she returned to England intermittently, the refreshing influence of Florence
on her work can easily be observed in the poetry, essays, and short stories she wrote
during and after her time there. During these years, she began to overtly discuss and
examine Jewish life and culture in her writing. She wrote five essays for the Jewish
Chronicle expressing her views and observations on such matters as Jewish humour,
children, women, and ghetto life. Other work that Levy wrote during this time period is
set in Italy: for example, her short story At Prato (1888) and longer work Miss Meredith
(1889. In both of these works, Levy describes the exotic Italian setting in vivid detail,
sharing her passion and intimate knowledge of the location with her readers.
The inspiration of Florence, coupled with the positive and overpowering influence
of Lee herself, is apparent in Levy’s dedication poem in her last collection of poetry, A
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London Plane-Tree and Other Verse (1889). “To Vernon Lee” is set in the Italian
countryside: “On Bellosguardo, when the year was young / We wandered, seeking for the
daffodil.”12 The poem becomes immensely personal at the end: “Thereby ran on of Art
and Life our speech: / And of the gifts the gods had given to each— / Hope onto you, and
unto me Despair.”13 There is little doubt that this poem was written at the height of their
friendship as it opens with a fond remembrance of their time together in Florence sharing
intellectual pursuits with one another. However, it is important to stress that Levy
corrected the proofs for The London Plane-Tree and Other Verse shortly before her
death, therefore presenting a later, more critical view of their friendship, which may
explain the poem’s final heart-wrenching line.
Having struggled with chronic depression throughout her life, Levy utterly
depended on Lee for emotional support and well-being. Lee was a charismatic
intellectual woman who, similar to Pearson, had little trouble attracting the attention and
affection of men and women around her. During the entirety of their friendship, Lee had
a large number of friends and several romantic relationships with other women; thus, she
did not depend on Levy as much as Levy relied on her. Lee claims to be deeply affected
by Levy’s death, as she laments in a letter in October 1889: “Poor Miss Levy! The truth
has little by little dribbled out. She killed herself with charcoal. … But she had every
right: she learned in the last 6 weeks that she was on the verge of a horrible & loathsome
form of madness apparently running in the family & of which seen a brother of hers
die.”14 In these lines, Lee eagerly delves into the private scandalous details of Levy’s
death; however, she also displays a recognition that Levy has achieved a sense of peace
in death as it brought her relief from the “horrible & loathsome form of madness.”
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Perhaps Levy sensed that she would die a premature death while Lee would live a long
vibrant life, a realization that is echoed in the last lines of the dedication poem wherein
she still wishes her dear friend “hope” even though she feels only “despair.”
Return to England
Levy left Florence for the last time in January 1889. After a brief stay in Paris
along the way, she arrived at her parents’ home in Endsleigh Gardens. Levy’s creative
muse suffered during this period due to the somewhat negative critical reception of
Reuben Sachs. Jewish newspapers particularly criticized the novel for portraying the
Jewish community in a less than ideal light. Levy struggled emotionally after receiving
this negative reception. Nevertheless, she submitted the manuscript of Miss Meredith for
publication and sent the corrected proofs of her short story “Cohen of Trinity” to another
publisher. She also wrote the short story “A Slip of the Pen” and finished her work on
The London Plane-Tree and Other Verse.
Levy’s social life continued apace during her time in London. She made many
social visits with friends, including novelist Olive Schreiner. Her busy schedule gave
little indication of her emotional distress during this period; however, various poems The
London Plane-Tree voiced her sense of isolation within the city and her growing lack of
satisfaction with life. One of the poems that voices her depression most poignantly is “A
March Day in London”:
From end to end, with aimless feet,
All day long have I paced the street.
My limbs are weary, but in my breast
Stirs the goad of a mad unrest.
I would give anything to stay
The little wheel that turns in my brain;
The little wheel that turns all day,
That turns all night with might and main.15
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Similar to the speaker of this poem, Levy was simply going through the motions of a
normal life without any semblance of belonging or emotional attachment to the
surrounding world. Her ability to keep up a normal façade enabled her to convince
friends and family that nothing was ailing her. The façade eventually cracked, however,
when she retreated into relative seclusion in her parent home in August 1889. Levy saw
Schreiner and other intimate friends during this time period but ceased going to events or
parties, further severing her tie with the world around her.
Buried within Levy’s handwritten manuscript pages in the archive is a torn and
dog-eared piece of yellowed parchment. Upon the page, scribbled quickly in pencil, is an
unpublished poem titled “Lines for a Tombstone.” Levy’s choice to write in pencil is
particularly unusual, as she tended to use pen when writing. She may have written the
poem in a rare moment of emotional confession, as it is unusually candid about her own
suicidal thoughts:
Lines for a Tombstone
Weep not for me my friends,
For I am happier now,
Than when the light of earth’s cold ray
Did shine upon my brow
I see the angels robed in white,
I hear them sweetly singing,
Ah! Truly ‘tis a glorious sight!
But in my ears keeps ringing
The sound of your wailing friends,
As you weep, & weep for me,
But nevermore on this cold earth
Shall I your faces see.
If tears were known in Heaven
Than after all for you I’d shed
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But tears are unknown to the righteous
after they are dead.
Only dead to this cold world,
To this life of sin & crime,
But I must say farewell, my friends,
‘Tis truly quite the time.
So go now to your duties,
With your hearts all free from care,
Some day soon, Bright Heaven my home,
May you with me there!16
This may be one of the clearest glimpses into Levy’s state of mind during an emotionally
vulnerable moment. She most likely never intended to publish it; it was a vehicle for
working through what her death might mean to her and those around her. She came to the
tragic conclusion that an early death would benefit herself and others: it would bring a
sense of relief from the “cold world” and a “life of sin & crime.” If she resided in
Heaven, her friends would no longer be burdened with having to worry about her wellbeing.
On September 10, 1889, Levy bade her parents and siblings goodbye as they
headed out of the house. She then went upstairs and methodically blocked all of the
cracks under the doors and windows with cloth to seal the room from ventilation. She
then lit a fire in the grate with charcoal, climbed into bed, closed her eyes, and waited
until death claimed her at last.
Amy Levy silently left the world on that fateful September day, exactly one
month before her twenty-eighth birthday. The reaction to her death, however, was far
from silent, as many writers lamented the tragic loss. Louise Chandler Moulton, for
example, recalled in 1892 that during a party in May 1889 Levy had looked like “the
sweetest, saddest soul that ever fell out of love in life.”17 The most impactful and
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meaningful reactions naturally came from the few individuals that knew her intimately.
Levy’s dear friend Olive Schreiner wrote to Edward Carpenter in September,
My dear friend Amy Levy had died the night before. She
killed herself by shutting herself up in a room with charcoal. We were
away together for three days last week. But it did not seem to help
her; her agony had gone past human help. The last thing I sent her was
the “Have Faith” page of Towards Demo. She wrote me back a little note,
“Thank you, it is very beautiful, but philosophy can’t help me. I am
too much shut in with the personal.”18
In this letter, Schreiner does not romanticize Levy as a tragic figure, and unlike Lee, she
does not dwell on the tragic details. Instead, she simply relays the events as they
occurred. Her letter provides a glimpse into Levy’s mindset during this period, when her
social façade had completely fallen away and she was beyond the help of philosophy or
friendship.
Another one of Levy’s close friends who lamented her death was Clementina
Black. After reading romanticized and sensualized accounts of Levy’s suicide, Black felt
the need to come out publicly and correct some of the rumours. In October 1889, she
wrote to the journal Athenaeum to defend her deceased friend’s legacy:
I was a close friend of Miss Levy for many years, and my testimony is that
of personal knowledge. It is not true that she ever left her father’s house
otherwise than on visits to friends or holiday journeys; nor that she
suffered from failing eyesight, nor from the loss of her sense of humour;
nor that she devoted herself to work in the East-end. She did suffer for
several years from slight deafness and from fits of extreme depression, the
result not of unhappy circumstances or of unkind treatment, but as those
believe who knew her best, of her lack of physical robustness and of
exhaustion produced by strenuous brain-work. Most emphatically, it is not
true that her family or her personal friends among the Jewish community
treated her coldly on account of the publication of “Reuben Sachs,” and
thus indirectly hastened her death. Her parents were justly proud of her; it
was impossible to be more uniformly indulgent, more anxious to
anticipate her every wish, than they were. … I cannot imagine anything
that would cause more pain and indignation to Miss Levy than the
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circulation of such reports; and it is in her name that I make this protest
against them.19
Black’s “protest” against the scandalous rumours surrounding Levy’s death provided a
counter-narrative to accounts had little regard for the true state of Levy relationships and
health.
Levy had vehement allies and defenders who protected and gave voice to her
legacy after her death. Her dearest friends and the literary elite rouse to combat the toxic
rumours that had spread throughout London society. Though she was hailed as a “girl
genius” by Oscar Wilde and many other literary critics during her life and after her death,
these lofty attempts to promote her work after her death did not prevent it from being lost
from literary history for nearly a century. Only recently have scholars revived her work
and situated it within its original contexts to give the “girl genius” the recognition she has
always deserved. “Sokratics in the Strand” is an integral part of Levy’s legacy as it is an
emotionally revealing piece that challenges Victorian perceptions of suicide and mental
illness.
“Sokratics in the Strand”
Levy’s “Sokratics in the Strand” was published in The Cambridge Review in
February 6, 1884. Founded in 1879, the weekly Cambridge Review published essays
about life and thought at the University of Cambridge for the individuals who worked and
studied there. While it published a significant number of pieces about awards, classes,
activities, and scholarships at the university, it also covered a large number of genres:
poetry, music, reviews, short stories, and general musings about life at the college. In an
October 15, 1879 editorial published in the first issue, E.V. Arnold, acknowledges the
vast scope of the journal:
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It may perhaps seem at first sight that our efforts are on too wide a scale to
be successful; that in trying to please all parties that we are likely to satisfy
none. It may be pointed out that there are men at Cambridge interested in
religion and in philosophy, in literature and in art, in politics and social
science, in outdoor sports and evening entertainments. In no particular
department can we compete with those papers which are entirely devoted
to that subject; our space and our resources are both too limited for such
any attempt. But it is to general, not to special interests that we appeal; and
it is in the full persuasion that the forming and strengthening of such
interests are among the most important objects of University training that
we wish to introduce an additional force to assist in developing and
sustaining them.20
Arnold finishes his first editorial by inviting the Cambridge community to “join with us
in this labour heartily and loyally; to let us hear of the last scheme of University reform
[…] of College debates and Utopias pictured by solitary fire-sides; of the quips of the
breakfast table, and, if needs be, of the grumbling at the hall dinner.”21 As is evident in
his editorial, Arnold steadfastly believed that no piece was too small or insignificant to be
included within the pages of his review; all thoughtful written works deserved to have an
audience.
The open-mindedness of the journal and its editors made The Cambridge Review
a natural vehicle for Levy’s “Sokratics in the Strand.” It was the only short story
published in the February 6 issue, nestled between a discussion about law studies at the
university and a short news story on the effect that the “boisterous weather” had on
riverside activities in Cambridge. As an alumna of college, Levy skillfully appealed to
the interests of the journals readers by making the two protagonists graduates of
Cambridge, as well as making the conversation between the two characters resemble a
lofty Socratic dialogue. Yet despite the connection that the characters have to the
university and the academic nature of their dialogue, the subject of the dialogue – suicide
– nevertheless stood in a startling contrast to the light content of the rest of the journal.
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Initially, “Sokratics in the Strand” appears to be a simple story about two old
college friends catching up with one another after a period of absence; however, Levy
wastes little time in subverting her audience’s expectations. The instant that Horace
proclaims “There is no life for me, I have had enough of life,” the casual conversation
turns to matters of life and death.22 Vincent seems to approach their discussion with a
sense of levity, as is evident in his frequent smiles and laughter. Horace, on the other
hand, perhaps takes it too seriously, as seemingly unbeknownst to the oblivious Vincent,
he has actually been having this debate internally for some time. To Vincent, Horace’s
words seem overly melodramatic to Vincent and make his plight seem laughable.
The ending of the emotionally wrought short story is as nuanced as the
conversation between Horace and Vincent. Horace leads the reader to believe that he is
about to commit suicide, as he makes death sound far preferable to suffering through life.
In contrast to his claims during the debate, the narrator tells us that “he did nothing by
any individual act to bring about the final catastrophe” instead his premature death
debatably occurred because of “mode” by which he lived the last days of his life.23
Therefore, he did not actively commit suicide, but he did not seemingly did anything to
prolong it either. To add further tragedy to this moment, the narrator informs the reader in
the last sentence: “Vincent continues to flourish. It is whispered in legal circles that the
next silk-gown – but I must not reveal professional secrets.”24 While this does seem like a
triumph for Vincent, this outcome is also a continuation of their debate. Vincent was far
too preoccupied with his own ambitions to notice his friend’s plight. The two characters’
debate reflects what must have been Levy’s inner struggle as her depressive episodes
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grew more severe. Both Horace and Levy are poets who view themselves as unable to
function in society and must deal with the trauma of being ostracized.
Horace’s confession to Vincent evokes Levy’s “Lines from a Tombstone.” He
states,
I take no joy in life, Vincent; on the contrary, it is an unutterable burden;
and now that my mother is dead there is no human being to whom my
existence affords a shadow of enjoyment. And I know my own nature too
well by now to think that time is likely to bring amelioration of my lot.
Quite the contrary. Certainly, my circumstances are not particularly good
at present, but the radical evil lies in myself, in my own nature. Body and
soul, there is a flaw in the machine which prevents successful normal
action.25
Horace is not a direct stand-in for Levy, but his argument resonates with her later selfcharacterization where she wrote, “Only dead to this cold world, / To this life of sin &
crime, / But I must say farewell, my friends, / Tis truly quite the time.”26 Both Levy and
Horace felt ostracized by modern society and consequently experienced the city as a
bleak and sinful place. Their exclusion made them feel unfit for life and burdened with
the possibility of living another day. Both individuals conclude that continuing to live is a
painful burden; death will be a welcome relief. Horace’s and Levy’s feelings of
emotional rejection were drawn from Darwinian notions of survival of the fittest, which
explained why poets like herself and Horace that were social defects, were ostracized
from society and doomed to die young.
There is a significant difference between the two, though, since Horace’s “mother
is dead [and] there is no human being to whom [his] existence affords a shadow of
enjoyment.”27 Levy, on the other hand, recognized that there were people in her life that
would miss her when she was dead. This recognition is reflected in the opening lines of
her poem: “Weep not for me, my friends / For I am happier now.”28 She insists that her
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friends and loved ones “ go now to your duties, / With your hearts all free from care.”29
Levy is aware that there are individuals that will “weep” for her when she is gone.
Suicide in the Victorian Era
“Sokratics in the Strand” is best understood as part of a broader discourse on the
ethics of suicide. During the mid to late nineteenth century newspaper and periodicals
reported a significant increase in suicides in England. In This Rash Act: Suicide Across
the Life Cycle in the Victorian City (2000) Victor Bailey argues that rates of suicide
within England varied depending upon the sex of the victim during the period 1837–99.
There was a total of 422 official male suicide rulings, and 182 official female suicides.30
In addition to these numbers there was 493 unofficial male suicide rulings, and 236
unofficial female suicide rulings.31 These statistics are broken down further by the cause
of death. Hanging or strangulation, which accounted for forty-eight percent of male
suicides and thirty-seven percent of female suicides, was the most common method. Men
typically used more violent means to commit suicide, while women used methods that
were less violent but more likely to cause long-term suffering, such as poison and
drowning.32
Articles in the newspapers and periodicals responded to the problem of suicide in
Modern society. “Statistics of Suicide,” by Reginald A. Skelton (1900), provides an
intriguing analysis of suicides from the mid to late nineteenth century. In this work,
Skelton acknowledges that the number of suicides in Britain was lower than much of
Europe during this time period but notes that the numbers were still disturbingly on the
rise. Intriguingly, Skelton does not utilize these numbers to morally condemn the victims
of suicide; instead, he uses the statistics to investigate why people were committing
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suicide at increased rates: “A large number of people are of the opinion that any
investigation into the darker side of human nature is morbid and undesirable. … And as
to such studies being undesirable, we can only reply that to remove an evil you must first
get to the root of it, which is tantamount to saying that you must set yourself to
comprehend it.”33 Skelton concludes that there should be a separation between insanity
and suicide, as not all suicidal people are insane as was previously believed; instead, the
term “insanity” should only be applied to those individuals “where rational motive is
absolutely wanting.”34 After all, he notes, many suicidal individuals have rational reasons
for taking their own lives. Ultimately, Skelton concludes that suicide is not a problem that
legislation can prevent; instead, he hopes that as society develops and progresses, its
defects will lessen, thereby curbing a disturbing trend.
The idea that society should try to understand suicide rather than simply condemn
it seems to have been shared among many British journalists. Another report
contemporaneous with Skelton’s is “Suicidal Mania” by William Knighton (1900).
Knighton acknowledges that “failures in trade, agricultural depression, and commercial
losses” have “tended to drive men to suicide in ever-increasing numbers.”35 He clearly
recognizes that traumatic economic losses can motivate people to commit suicide because
they become “weary with the burden of life,” and their pessimistic outlooks make the
prospect of living another day utterly unbearable.36 However, Knighton asserts that
women are far less likely to commit suicide because they “cling to life more strongly than
men,” even “under the worst conditions,” as is reflected in statistics on rates of suicide.37
Ultimately, however, Knighton comes to a different conclusion than Skelton, arguing that
it is vital for suicidal individuals to break out of their destructive mindset: “Change of
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scene and foreign travel appear to be amongst the best antidotes.”38 Levy, of course,
attempted both of these solutionss during her stay in Cornwall, yet they proved
temporary remedies.
Naturally, not all intellectuals considered a “change of scene and foreign travel”
to be one of the best antidotes for those with suicidal tendencies.39 An 1872 piece titled
“Suicide and Cowardice” discusses how English society must reform its view of suicide
and mental illness in general. The writer cites ancient Greece and Rome as societies that
viewed suicide as an honorable death. The shift in opinion occurred when the Christian
Church took over England and pronounced suicide as a cowardly act. The writer of this
piece argues that thinking of suicide as cowardly is absurd, “for surely nothing can be
more absurd than to say that it is cowardly to meet and vanquish the strongest fear of the
average human nature – the fear of death.”40 The writer insists that he does not wish to
glorify suicide, in fear that such a view would inspire people to commit the act; however,
it is clear that the writer views society’s attitude towards suicidal people as nonsensical.
At the fin de siècle then, the periodical press addressed a broader issue: how
society considers and treats suicidal people while they are alive and after they have taken
their own lives. These progressive thinkers, like Levy, who tried to make sense of
suicidal people’s mindsets. However, most British people still had little desire to
understand those with suicidal tendencies or mental illnesses, Barbara T. Gates in
Victorian Suicide: Mad Crimes and Sad Histories, argues that there was general cultural
perception of suicide: “Most Victorians, whatever their class or education, had stock
assumptions about suicide: it was committed by the unhappy, the lonely, the lovelorn, the
mad, the ruined—all poor unfortunates at the end of an emotional tether.”41 These are not
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alien to modern audiences. No matter the time period, it is difficult to fathom why a
seemingly loved, and sane individual would take his or her own life.
The Victorian populace’s misconceptions about suicide were heavily rooted in the
discourse on religion and self-help: “For the most part, Victorians feared suicide far more
than they did murder. Certainly both acts were subversive, contrary to the Ten
Commandments and to Victorian secular notions of self-help and the judicious exercise
of willpower.”42 Most social groups within Victorian society could justify murder, as it
could be perceived as an individual taking justice within their own hands. On the other
hand, suicide was far more difficult to justify due to its psychological nature, and most
people still viewed it as a crime against God.
Due to widespread cultural perception of suicide, families of those that committed
suicide experienced anxiety and disgrace; as a consequence, families and friends of those
who took their own lives developed elaborate measures to conceal their loved ones’ fate.
Indeed, scholars believe that Levy’s loved ones burned nearly all of her letters that
referenced her depressive and suicidal thoughts. Gates explains that there is practical
explanation behind this seemingly emotional reaction: “Middle-class families took pains
to conceal self-destruction, not only because suicide was illegal and considered immoral
but also because the insanity plea was the only way of preventing the property of a
proven suicide from reverting to the Crown.”43 Eventually cultural attitudes about suicide
began to shift, resulting in a more compassionate view, which is reflected in the works of
Skelton’s and Knighton’s periodical essays. As the end of the nineteenth century
approached, the laws and legalities surrounding suicide began to change, as well. The
verdicts of suicide in the courts were changed from homicide to “temporary insanity” and
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the forfeiture of suicidal individual’s belongings was abolished.44 The church even
relaxed its treatment of suicides by allowing them to be buried during the day; however
the decision as to whether the individual received Christian burial rites was still
determined by the priest.45
Levy wrote “Sokratics in the Strand” when public perception about suicide was
beginning to shift from fearful condemnation to a more sympathetic and compassionate
views. This growing sympathy for suicidal individuals is alas reflected in the reactions of
Levy’s friends and acquaintances to her sudden death. They were stricken by sadness but
recognize that she had been suffering emotionally for so long and finally achieved a sense
of peace in her premature death. All nevertheless grieved over what she might have
accomplished if she had found peace in life and lived longer than her twenty-seven years.
“Sokratics in the Strand” was republished in Melvyn New’s anthology of Levy’s
works in 1993. New published the short story with no alterations to the text and a
minimal number of notes. Similarly, I have only made minor alterations to the original
text, the only significant change being a spelling correction as mentioned in the notes. I
chose to leave the text unaltered because I wanted reader’s to experience Levy’s original
text. I did, however, include numerous endnotes intended to clarify literary references
and define obsolete words for modern readers.
Notes
1

Wilde, “Amy Levy,” 51.
Wallas, “The Poetry of Amy Levy,” 163.
3
Beckman, Amy Levy: Her Life and Letters, 19.
4
Pullen, The Woman Who Dared: A Biography of Amy Levy, 21.
5
Beckman, 219.
6
Ibid., 218.
7
Porter, Karl Pearson: The Scientific Life in a Statistical Age, 126.
8
Ibid., 248.
9
Ibid., 249.
2

Wetherall 25

10

Pullen, 116.
Beckman, 268.
12
Levy, “To Vernon Lee,” London Plane-Tree and Other Verse, lines 1–2.
13
Ibid., lines 12-14.
14
Beckman, 208.
15
Levy, “A March Day in London,” The London Plane-Tree and Other Verse, lines 7–12.
16
This essay provides the first transcription of “Lines from a Tombstone.” The poem has been transcribed
from the original document in the Camilla LLC archive. All citations to the poem within this introduction
reference this transcription.
17
Beckman, 183.
18
Olive Schreiner to Edward Carpenter, September 1889.
19
Black, “The Late Miss Levy,” 12. This originally was published in the Athenaeum and republished in the
St. James’s Gazette.
20
Arnold, Editorial, (1879): 1.
21
Ibid.
22
Levy, “Sokratics in the Strand,” 3. All of my citations made to the “Sokratics in the Strand” within the
introduction reference the text included in this critical edition.
23
Ibid., 6.
24
Ibid.
25
Ibid., 5.
26
Levy, “Lines from a Tombstone,” lines 17–20.
27
Levy, “Sokratics in the Strand,” 5.
28
Levy, “Lines from a Tombstone,” lines 1–2.
29
Ibid., lines 21-22.
30
Baily, This Rash Act: Suicide Across the Life Cycle in the Victorian City, 141.
31
Ibid.
32
Ibid.
33
Ibid., 468.
34
Ibid., 481.
35
Knighton, “Suicidal Mania,” 81.
36
Ibid., 82.
37
Ibid.
38
Ibid., 90.
39
Ibid.
40
“Suicide and Cowardice,” 905.
41
Gates, Victorian Suicide: Mad Crimes and Sad Histories, 40.
42
Ibid., 38.
43
Ibid., 39.
44
Ibid., 152.
45
Ibid.
11

Wetherall 26
Bibliography
Levy, Amy. The Complete Novels and Selected Writings of Amy Levy: 1861-1889. Edited
by Melvyn New. Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1993.
Arnold, E. V. "Editorial." Cambridge Review (October 5, 1879): 1.
Bailey, Victor. This Rash Act: Suicide Across the Life Cycle in the Victorian City.
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2000.
Beckman, Linda H. Amy Levy: Her Life and Letters. Athens: Ohio University Press,
2000.
Black, Clementina. "The Late Miss Levy." St. James's Gazette (October 4,
1889): 12.
Gates, Barbara. Victorian suicide: Mad crimes and Sad Histories. Princeton University
Press, 1988.
Knighton, William. "Suicidal Mania." Contemporary Review 39 (January 1881): 81–90.
Levy, Amy. A London Plane-Tree, and Other Verse. New York: F.A. Stokes, 1891.
Pullen, Christine. The Woman Who Dared: A Biography of Amy Levy. London: Kingston
University Press, 2010.
Schreiner, Olive. Olive Schreiner to Edward Carpenter, St. Leonards, East Sussex,
September, 1889.
Skelton, Reginald A. "Statistics of Suicide ." Nineteenth Century 48, no. 283
(September 1900): 465–82.
"Suicide and Cowardice ." Examiner, September 14, 1872, 905–06.
Wilde, Oscar. "Amy Levy." Woman's World 4 (1890): 51–2.

Wetherall 27
For Further Reading
Beckman, Linda Hunt. "Amy Levy and the ‘Jewish Novel’: Representing Jewish Life in
the Victorian Period." Studies in the Novel 26, no. 3 (1994): 235–253. JSTOR.
Amy Levy: Her Life and Letters. Athens: Ohio University Press, 2000.
"Leaving “The Tribal Duckpond”: Amy Levy, Jewish Self-Hatred, And Jewish
Identity." Victorian Literature and Culture 27, no. 01 (1999): 185–201.
Cheyette, Bryan. "From Apology to Revolt: Benjamin Farjeon, Amy Levy and the PostEmancipation Anglo-Jewish Novel, 1880-1900." Jewish Historical Studies 29
(1982): 253-265. JSTOR.
Goody, Alex. "Murder In Mile End: Amy Levy, Jewishness, and the City." Victorian
Literature and Culture34, no. 02 (2006): 461–479.
Hetherington, Naomi, and Nadia Valman, eds. Amy Levy: critical essays. Athens: Ohio
Univ. Press, 2010.
Levy, Amy. A London plane-tree, and other verse. New York: F.A. Stokes, 1891.
Levy, Amy . The Romance of a Shop. Edited by Susan D. Bernstein. Peterborough:
Broadview Press, 2006.
Pullen, Christine. The Woman Who Dared: A Biography of Amy Levy. London: Kingston
University Press, 2010.
Weisman, Karen A. "Playing with Figures: Amy Levy and the Forms of
Cancellation." Criticism 43, no. 1 (2001): 59–79.

Wetherall 28

Sokratics in the Strand (1884)
τί δήτ έμοί ζήν κέρδος […]
Κρείσσν γάρ είσάπαξ θανεΐν
ή τάς άπάσας ήμέρας πάσχειν κακώς
Prom. Vinct. 1. 747.1
“I do assure you, Whipple, if I knew a safe and perfectly painless way of popping out of
this world into some comfortable quarters in the next, I’d do it.” - Tom Cobb2
It was half-past nine when Vincent, emerging from the gate of the Temple, proceeded to
thread his eager way through the crowded mazes of the Strand.3
Yellow-haired, shrill-voiced women were jostling one another along the
pavement; young men of the type known as “masher”4 hung about the barroom and
threatre entrances; and the newsboys were calling out the latest news with a grim
emulation of horrors: “Terrible Railway Accident,” bawled Globe; “Double Murder in
Mile End,” yelled Echo; “Loss of 2,000 Lives,” shrieked Evening Standard, vague but
triumphant.
Vincent, moving in the eager, persistent fashion peculiar to him, deftly worked his
way through these flowers of fashion and waifs of doom, till he reached the opening of a
small passage not far from Charing Cross Station. The passage was dark and narrow, but
Vincent dived into its depths with a certain air of usage, nor did he pause till he found
himself before a gloomy contracted house at the further end. The house was in the
darkness, save where a light burned from one of the lower windows and another
glimmered faintly from an attic above. Mounting one little flight of steps, Vincent
knocked vigorously though not clamorously at the door.
The light from the solitary street-lamp opposite fell on him as he stood there in his
evening dress, light overcoat and lusterless black hat; a tall spare frame, not robust nor
largely moulded, but sinewy, and suggestive of immense reserves of strength; shoulders
that stooped a little; the face, of a healthy pallor, clean-shaven, save for the neat and
1

Socrates (470/469–399 B.C.) was a classical Greek philosopher who is credited as being one of
the forefathers of western philosophy. His most notable contributions were to the field of ethics.
At the end of his life, Socrates was tried for moral corruption and sentenced to self-imposed death
via drinking poison. Levy’s spelling “Sokratics” appears to be unique. This Greek passage is from
Aeschylus’s play Prometheus Bound, 11. 747, 750–51, the quote written in Greek translates to
“What gain have I then in life? ... Better it were to die once for all than linger out all my days in
misery” The credit for this translation is attributed to Melvyn New’s The Complete Novels and
selected writings of Amy Levy 1861–1889 (1992).
2
This quote originates in the play Tom Cobb or Fortune’s Toy (1875) by W. S. Gilbert. The plot
of the play follows a poor young surgeon Tom Cobb through unfortunate events in his life.
Mistaken for dead, Tom is ultimately able to regain his identity and the marry woman he loves.
3
The Strand, a street near Covent Garden and West End theater district in London, became a
fashionable address and a center of publishing in the Victorian era.
4
“Masher” is a “a fashionable young man of the late Victorian or Edwardian era, esp. one fond of
the company of women; a dandy” [OED].
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sparse “legal” whisker; the features were well-cut and large; the mouth flexible and
eminently forensic;5 the eyes shrewd and strong, also forensic. He looked, indeed what he
was, – an active and successful young barrister.
Scarcely had the echo of his knock died away in the little passage, when the door
was flung open and a figure appeared in the gloomy entry. “Hullo, Vincent?” questioned
a man’s voice; the tones were despondent, but curiously shrill.
“Yes, ‘tis I. I thought I’d look you up as I happened to be passing.” Vincent’s
distinct clear-cut accents sounded with contrasting cheerfulness. Making their way
through the narrow hall, the two men turned into a small, low room where a lamp was
burning on a table by the window. Vincent took possession of a chair by the table; there
were books on it, besides the lamp, and pens and paper and a half-filled jar of birdseye.6
“Well my Cicero,”7 said the owner of the room, moving about rather restlessly, “and how
wags the world with you? Do we see our way to the woolsack8 as clearly as ever?”
Vincent laughed, removed his hat, and passed his fine flexible hand across his
eyes: “My dear Horace, I’m almost fagged out! What with being in Court all day and
finding something that must be done when he gets back to chambers, a barrister’s life is
not a happy one. I only found time to get something to eat – a chop at the ‘Rainbow’ an
hour ago, and I expect to be at it again when I get home to-night.”
“Poor fellow!” said Horace, with mock compassion, “and what necessitates this
enduing of war-paint?” He indicated Vincent’s costume with a wave of his hand, and
taking up the hat from the table, became completely absorbed9 in opening and shutting it.
“O, I’m going to dance with the Philistines10 at Kensington. It brushes the
cobwebs away and is good for one’s work. My dear fellow, you don’t look up to the
mark.” Vincent leaned back as he spoke, then suddenly stretched forward and put out his
hand: “Horace, let me know the worst at once; – what, precisely, are your designs on my
hat?”
The person addressed stopped in the midst of his aimless wanderings, laid down
the unfortunate gibus11 with a laugh, and leaning up against the chimney piece, proceeded
to relight his pipe. He was an undersized, slightly-built man of from five to seven-andtwenty. His head, rather large for the frame supporting it, was well-set and of singularly
beautiful shape, as were also the thin nervous hands; his longish hair was cut and combed
with an evident eye to effect, and the fine throat had a trick of lifting itself as though for
5

“Forensics” is “pertaining to, connected with, or used in courts of law; suitable or analogous to
pleadings in court” [OED].
6
“Birdseye” is “a variety of manufactured tobacco in which leaves are cut along with the fibre”
[OED].
7
Marcus Tullius Cicero (106–43 B.C.) was a Roman orator and a lawyer who greatly influenced
the Latin language and prose with his work.
8
“Woolsack” is “a seat made of a bag of wool for the use of judges when summoned to attend the
House of Lords (in recent practice only at the opening of Parliament); also, the usual seat of the
Lord Chancellor in the House of Lords, made of a large square bag of wool without back or arms
and covered with cloth” [OED].
9
This word was misspelled as “abscrbed” in the original text in The Cambridge Review.
10
“Philistines” is “in extended use. An uneducated or unenlightened person; one perceived to be
indifferent or hostile to art or culture, or whose interests and tastes are commonplace or material;
a person who is not a connoisseur” [OED].
11
“Gibus” is “an opera or crush hat” [OED].
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the benefit of an imaginary spectator. There were marks of ill health in the unnatural
brightness of his eyes and the pallor of his face, and suggestions of poverty both in the
bare, small room and its furniture, and the faded fantastic dressing-gown which served
him for costume. “Not up to the mark?” he said, in reply to Vincent’s exclamation;
“About up to my usual mark, I should say.”
“Well, and what’s the news?” Vincent affected to ignore the last observation.
“They’ve returned me my comedy for the ‘Bijou,’ and Biggs of the Luminary says
he’s had enough of the ‘Social Sketches.’”
Vincent tapped the table softly with his trim finger-nails; then, “Shall I be honest
with you?” he said. “I think if you worked more and more steadily, that these sort of
things wouldn’t happen.”
“My dear fellow, it’s all very well for a nicely-constructed bit of mechanism like
yourself to talk,” answered Horace, with a short laugh; “the truth is, you successful
experiments of creation don’t understand the difficulties of us failures. ‘Steady work!’
What wouldn’t we give to be able to work steadily, we unfortunate victims of the ‘poetic
temperament’ without the poetry? we ‘martyrs by the pang without the palm,’12 and all of
that?”
“This is pure nonsense, Horace, and you know it is. You are wasting your life and
your health, not to speak of your money. Make an effort before it is too late.”
“It was too late from the beginning, old man.”
“Don’t be a fool. I don’t think I ever knew anyone with fairer chances at starting.
You know what we all thought of you at Cambridge.”
“Oh, I’m quite aware that appearances are against me. I’m a striking instance of
the Irony of Fate, of the little rift within the lute, the little speck in garnered fruit, etc.,”13
and Horace laughed rather bitterly as he spoke. “Yes, I know,” he went on more gravely,
“That if the scale had dipped ever so little to the other side all would have been very
different. The grapes of Tantalus14 are the only fruit the gods have given me. I can smell
them, and see them, but I shall never reach them. There is no life for me, I have had
enough of life.” His voice rose hoarse and shrill; he flung himself into a chair by the table
and stared gloomily in front of him. “Byron and Shelley and Keats;15 it was granted to
them all to die young!” murmured poor Horace, whose poems were unanimously rejected
by the editors.
Vincent suppressed a desire to smile. It was part of the pathos of Horace that he
always made you want to laugh when he was most miserable, and now the sight of the
12

Horace is quoting a line from Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s poem “The Cry of the Children”
(1843), which critiques the injustice of child labor.
13
Horace is referencing the poem “Merlin and Vivien,” one of the poems in Alfred Tennyson’s
Idylls of the King published in the years 1859–85.
14
Tantalus is a figure from Greek mythology who was punished in the underworld, having
committed the crime of stealing the sacred food ambrosia from the table of the gods. Tantalus’s
punishment was to stand within a pool of water beneath a fruit-bearing tree. When Tantalus
reached towards the water to quench his thirst or towards the fruit to fill his empty stomach, the
water receded from his grasp and the tree branches drew themselves away, thereby making his
thirst and hunger eternal.
15
Lord Byron (1788–1824), Percy Shelley (1792–22), and John Keats (1795–21), are three major
figures of the second generation of Romantic poets. These three individuals were famous for their
short brilliant writing careers and their premature deaths.
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despairing little figure swirling about in the fantastic dressing-gown, talking of Shelley
and Keats in brotherly fashion, proved almost too much for his friend’s gravity.
“Yes,” went on Horace, taking up his restless walk, “There is no doubt about it. I
have had enough of life. Honestly, I don’t see my way either to use or happiness in the
world. There’s something wrong with the machine – a flaw somewhere – it won’t work.
I’m going to try melting it down to the general crucible. There is some good material, and
with fresh combination who knows what masterpiece might come to light?”
“Oh, so it’s Waterloo Bridge16 is it? There’s a want of originality about the
scheme which I should not have expected of you.”
“I’m not a witness, Vincent, to be slain by the shafts of the forensic wit. I fancy
I’m in earnest somehow. Seriously, everything considered, it seems the best course open
to me.”
“I think I should re-consider the matter, Horace. We can’t always fly in the face
of nature without impunity.”
“Are you preaching hell-fire, old man?”
“Something not unlike it. Nature outraged has a little way of avenging herself.”
“Oh, I’ve thought of that too. Had my fit of being frightened at the modern
bogeys, disembodied spirits, thwarted development, etc.17 Have considered the possibility
that
‘This anguish fleeting hence
Unmanacled by chains of sense’
may be
‘Fixed and frozen to permanence.’18
But don’t we presume a little? Is it so easy to outrage nature in our own persona after all?
And aren’t we altogether too fond of meddling with her workings in the case of other
people; for instance, when we control the natural healthy impulse of insane persons to
destroy themselves.” Vincent laughed aloud, and Horace, who had half intended a sally,
joined in the merriment. “And it seems to me likewise,” he went on, growing suddenly
grace, “that the suicidal impulse of miserable people is by no means to be deplored or
regarded as a monstrosity. Here am I, one little link in the great chain, and, somehow or
other, an undue share of the common anguish has accumulated in me. It is fit and natural
that I should collapse, subside, what you will.”
“But you don’t collapse – that’s the point. A boiler bursts when it’s too full of
steam. An unhappy man goes on living.”
“Perhaps it has never occurred to you, Vincent, that a man is a more complex
product than a boiler. Reason and what we call ‘choice’ are his unfortunate lot.”
16

Spanning across the River Thames in central London, the Waterloo Bridge became a notorious
site for suicides.
17
“Bogeys” is “as quasi-proper name: The evil one, the devil” and “A bogle or goblin; a person
much dreaded.” Likewise “disembodied spirits”, and “thwarted development” refer to unnatural
and untrustworthy entities [OED].
18
From the poem “The Two Voices” (1833–34) by Alfred Tennyson. This poem was originally
titled “Thoughts of a Suicide” after the death of Tennyson’s friend Arthur Henry Hallam in 1833.
Levy quotes the poem incorrectly in this text; the original lines from the poem read, “Or that this
anguish fleeting hence, / Unmanacled from bonds of sense / Be fix'd and froz'n to permanence”
(235–37).
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“Exactly. Yet reason how he will, of one thing I am convinced, that the instinct
against suicide, stronger than any mere logical conclusion, will always lie at the root of
his nature. Of course a man takes his chance in these matters. Personally, I should not
care to fly in the face of such an instinct.”
“Vincent, do you remember the high diving-stage at Cambridge? When I stood up
there all the body of me used to cry out against that final plunge. Yet I knew it was very
unlikely to hurt me, and the doctors assured me that diving was good for my health.
Don’t you see, it’s only the same thing over again? Perhaps the instinctive parts of me
shrink from the big plunge into the dark river; but, on the other hand, much thought and
bitter experience have taught me my unfitness19 for life. Yes, a haunting sense of
unfitness – that’s the phrase I’ve been wanting all along.”
Horace leant up against the mantelpiece as he spoke; his eyes stared with vague
brilliance in front of him; the words flowed from him shrill but deliberate.
“Am I to set aside all that my judgment tells me for the sake of a blind instinct,
which after all is a purely local and temporal one? I take no joy in life, Vincent; on the
contrary, it is an unutterable burden; and now that my mother is dead there is no human
being to whom my existence affords a shadow of enjoyment. And I know my own nature
too well by now to think that time is likely to bring amelioration of my lot. Quite the
contrary. Certainly, my circumstances are not particularly good at present, but the radical
evil lies in myself, in my own nature. Body and soul, there is a flaw in the machine which
prevents successful normal action.”
Vincent laughed a little: “Don’t talk as if you were a steam-engine. I’ll tell you
what it is, old man; you’re morbid and out of health.”
“Exactly; you re-state the case. I’m morbid and out of health.” Horace drew a
chair to the table and pushed the birdseye and a churchwarden towards his friend. “Let’s
talk of something else, old man,” he said, with a laugh, “and refresh ourselves with a cup
that not only cheers but at times inebriates.”
“Thanks, no, I don’t think I will,” answered Vincent, who was engaged in setting
fire to a big Havannah, “I must be off soon. Try one of these cigars. I tell you what it is,
Horace,” he went on, “you’ve a delicate constitution, body and soul, and it takes you a
long time to get over your youthful ailments. Believe me, what you are suffering from, I
think I can guess at it, more or less, is merely the disease of youth. I’ve been through it all
myself” (he puffed with some complacence at the big cigar), “but I happen to have a
good digestion and to be morally something of a pachyderm, so I’ve got over it without
being much worse. Unfitness for life! You are so awfully greedy, you poets, you expect
too much from life, and when you don’t get it think all the world has gone wrong. Of
course life is disillusion, a disappointment for most of us. The only way to treat it as a
game which is just worth while to play as long as one doesn’t cheat. I’m playing the
game of barristering, of a success in life, at present, and trying to think I care immensely
about the result. And now,” he added drawing out his watch, “it is eleven o’clock and I
must be off to take my turn at that pretty little pastime called Flirtation.”
Horace’s eyes rested wistfully on the healthy and vivacious countenance of his
friend, and a rather grim smile played about his lips as the happy Vincent rose and laid
19

Horace is using the word “unfitness” as a reference to Darwinism, or natural selection. Here,
Horace is declaring himself as an unfortunate organism that is not suited or worthy to contribute
to the continuation of the human race.
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one shapely hand on his shoulder; “I shall be in next week, old man, to see what we can
do in the matter of work. There’s a sub-editorship Watson was telling me about – but
never mind to-night. Meantime keep up your pecker and remember that Hamlet was a
wise man after all. Don’t be nervous, I’m not going to quote ‘To be or not to be.’”
“Then you advise the abandonment of the short-cut-to-the-Shades20 idea?”
“Distinctly, you might come out at a blind alley, if not worse.”
“At any rate, there would be decent company. Chatterton and Cleopatra,21 not to
speak of the whole horde of heathen Chinese.”
Vincent laughed and waved his hand in reply as he made his way into the dark
street. Horace watched the vital well-knit figure out of sight, then turned with a sight into
the gloomy house. Fragments of sound floated up now and then from the great human sea
a few yards off; here and there a light flashed and glimmered in the distance. For a
moment, a mighty anguish, an unutterable yearning for life which was so near and yet so
far, rose within him and almost overpowered him. He flung himself down by the table
and taking up a volume of “Die Welt als Wille und Vorstellung”22 which lay near, hurled
it across the room. There were times when he liked to nurse and dandle his sorrow; to
feed it with philosophy; to mature it with metaphysics; but tonight his own despair made
him afraid.
***
The circumstances of poor Horace’s death are, by now, too well-known to need
recital. Opinions differed, as we know, on the subject, but my own belief is that however
much his mode of life may have tended to hasten it, he did nothing by any individual act
to bring about the final catastrophe. Poets, and those afflicted with the so-called “poetic
temperament,” although constantly contemplating it, rarely commit suicide; they have too
much imagination. The click of the self-slaughterer’s pistol (I speak with due allowance
for metaphor) is oftener to be heard in Mincing Lane and Capel Court than in the regions
of Grub Street and Parnassus Hill.23

20

“Shades” are “the visible but impalpable form of a dead person, a ghost. Also, a disembodied
spirit, an inhabitant of; chiefly with allusion to pagan mythology. Often collective plural, the
shades: the world of disembodied spirits, Hades” [OED]. Therefore Vincent is asking Horace if
he has abandoned his desire to die and join the land of the dead.
21
Thomas Chatterton (1752–70) was an English poet who committed suicide at age seventeen
and was posthumously recognized for his genius and idealized as a tragic figure in Romanic art.
Cleopatra (69–30 BC) was the last ruler of Egypt before it became part of the Roman Empire. She
is believed to have committed suicide via the bite of an asp. Similar to Chatterton, Cleopatra was
romanticized as a beautiful tragic figure in art.
22
This title translates as “The World as Will and Idea” (1818–19). In this pessimistic
philosophical book, German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer expands upon Kantian philosophy
by defining the will as the voracious desire for life and it is that desire he argued that produces
suffering.
23
Mincing Lane and Capel Court were prosperous areas in London focused on trading and the
stock exchange. In contrast, Grub Street and Parnassus Hill were more impoverished areas of the
city known for their concentration of impoverished “hack writers” and others on the fringe of the
London literary scene.
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Vincent continues to flourish. It is whispered in legal circles that the next silkgown – but I must not reveal professional secrets.
24

A. L.25
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“Silk-gown” is “used allusively to indicate the rank of a King's (or Queen's) Counsel, marked
by the right to wear a silk gown” [OED].
25 Her use of initials is unusual since she typically signed her work with her full name.

